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As Blanche DuBois said, | don't tell the truth; | tell what ought to be the truth. 


"back to the garden" 
by Ruriruri 

Yes, we all use each other and that's what we think of as love, and not being able to use each other is whats-- 
hate... -- Tennessee Williams, "Suddenly Last Summer" 
Its lke, at the end, there's this surprise quiz: Am I proud of me? | gave my life to become the person | am right 
now. Was it worth what | paid? --Richard Bach 


There's still tape lines on the supermarket floors, and plastic sheeting cutting off the cashiers from 
the customers, more than a year after COVID. Peter doesn't see quite as many people wearing masks anymore, 


these days, outside of the hospital and doctor's offices. They're mandated, depending on the area, but that gets 


willfully ignored. Supermarket and fast food chains still require them out of employees. The doctor's, too, of 
course, and last time Peter went into the dentist's for his six month checkup, there was a sign on the door 
about the COVID risk, and he had to sign some kind of waiver before the brunette hygienist could start 
scraping the plaque off his teeth. 

Peter wears his mask out in public. He's had the vaccine already, both doses, but there's already all 
that pushback about efficacy and whether it works against whatever new strain is out there. It doesn't seem 
like it's ever going to end. It doesn't make him happy, but he can't kid himself anymore. He hasn't made a public 
appearance in close to two years, anyway. Not since that Miami bit. He ended up with the predictable bunch of 
old KISS Army members making the rounds. Have him sign some albums, then go see Ace at the Kruisefest, 
then see Paul and Gene and Tommy and Eric hacking their way through the same old setlist twice in a row on 
the ship. The sorriest of pilgrimages. 

One of those fans told him what he already knew, that it was the first time in five years the four of 
them were in the same city. He'd surprised himself by not snapping back; he knows that's still what some 
people want out of him, him tearing into the KISS conglomerate one final time like a weird Hail Mary pass. 

He knows that's what Paul wants out of him, and that, more than anything, keeps Peter's mouth shut. 

"Il probably be the last time," he'd said instead, and his handler waved the next fan through. Even 
then, he'd been almost certain of it. But that had been a different world, a world where people went to movies 
and concerts, a world where a sudden cough didn't mean everyone expected you to be on a ventilator two 
weeks later. It'll be five, maybe ten years before people really get comfortable around each other again, if 
they ever do. Stuff was getting bad enough anyway, what with people glued to their phones. And that's only 
gotten worse these days, something that never fails to make Peter irritated and disappointed. His own 
smartphone doesn't seem to work the way he wants it to half the time, and the battery dies after three or 
four days of having it on. Worse than a landline ever thought about being. He can't understand the appeal. 

Peter pushes his cart through the grocery store, picking through the usual staples. A few canned 
goods. A plastic-covered wad of broccoli, a few tomatoes. A slab of pork from the meat department. Him and 
Gigi don't really eat much. Eventually, he cuts through the baby food aisle to get to the bread aisle just past 
it, realizing that Jennilee hasn't come over in a month or more, just done the Facetime bit. He wishes 
sometimes that she'd had a kid, a little grandchild he could spoil rotten, but it looks like his legitimate legacy 
ends with her. From what he's heard, the other guys aren't faring any better there. It's really too bad. Maybe 
that's part of his divine punishment, part of all their punishment for knocking up dozens of girls without giving 
a damn about it. Dying without any grandkids. 

It's when he gets his bread-just a cheap loaf of Wonderbread, same as he used to eat as a kid-that 
he starts to register that someone's behind him. 

He doesn't turn around. He's got more than forty years of experience being tailed, with and without a 
bodyguard there for protection He knows the best way to avoid getting bothered is to avoid ever giving an 
opening in the first place. One glance is really all the more obnoxious fans need to start jumping into their life 
stories. lt doesn't annoy him as much as it used to, but its still just something he's not up for when he's just 
trying to get his groceries. 

So he keeps walking. Gets the peanut butter and strawberry jam. Pretends to pore over a jar of 
orange marmalade, staring at the ingredient list until he's almost sure whoever's following him has backed off. 
Then he pushes the cart to the aisle prior instead of the aisle ahead, looking through boxes of snack cakes. 


Hostess cupcakes, Twinkies, cosmic brownies. God, sometimes, if he lets himself think about it, the excess is a 


little disturbing. He picks up a box of Twinkies, almost puts it in the cart out of weird nostalgia, then sets it 
back on the shelf. 

He doesn't make it any farther before he realizes someone's still trailing behind. Peter still doesn't turn 
around this time, just strains his hearing past the sounds of carts and motorized scooters and the dim easy 
listening piping through the store, trying to parse out the footsteps. Decide as best he can without turning 
around if its some fifty-five-year-old kid or, more preferably, one of those little ten-year-olds who likes her 
grandparents’ music. 

The steps aren't too heavy, but they're clipped and short. Eerily familiar. Its the sound of a guy 
walking around, for sure. Peter sighs and turns around, curiosity getting the better of him after all. 

The guy's maybe ten feet from him, dressed in a t-shirt and jeans, holding an empty shopping basket. 
Unlike almost everyone else in the store, everyone else but Peter and the employees, he's wearing a mask. 

Not that it matters. Peter would recognize those big, droopy brown eyes anywhere. Five years down 
the line, ten years, and it wouldn't matter. It wouldn't matter if Alzheimer's ate his brain into swiss cheese 
while some nurse wheeled him into a retirement home; he'd still know who that was right up until he finally 
keeled over. 

"Paul." 

Paul puts a finger to his masked mouth almost immediately. Like it's 1118 and people really, truly give a 
shit anymore. Like too much of anyone normal on the street has ever really cared enough to fucking recognize 
Paul Stanley unmasked after about 1980, outside of a KISS Konvention or LA. or Hollywood or New York or 
maybe Disneyland, and gone out of their way to crowd around him. Like KISS was ever half as big as they all 
pretended. It has to kill the guy, even now, that Gene's still the only one regular people notice offhand. 
Everyone else only gets that terrible line about looking like, no, being, an old hippie, from people who weren't 
even alive when hippies were around. 

Its exactly what Paul deserves, really. Everything's shook up exactly how each of them deserves. Ace, easily 
the laziest of all of them, stuck on the eternal concert circuit. Gene forever horny and unable to do a damn 
thing about it with anyone but his wife these days, groupies gone and every rockstar a second from being 
blacklisted. Paul, always so utterly desperate to have the crowd in his palm, blowing his voice out ten or 
fifteen years ago. 

Its a bitter bunch of thoughts for a midmorning shopping trip. But Paul brings it out of him better than 
anyone else. 

Peter rolls his eyes, looking Paul up and down for the first time in years. He's not any more impressive or 
depressive than expected. He's letting his hair gray out, finally, the streaks unnaturally even. It looks funny 
short; it always kind of has. He hasn't gained any weight that Peter can readily notice, though it's hard to tell 
with the loose t-shirt on. The mask is probably a cheaper alternative to Botox at this point, honestly, but 
from what Peter can see, Paul looks—he looks okay. A little weird. Too much plastic surgery. But Paul always 
looked a little weird. His features always seemed vaguely askew, penciled in by a wayward, trembling hand. Even 
in the old 16 magazine pinups, compared to guys like Barry Gibb and Rick Springfield, he barely wavered on the 
border of handsome. 

"What are you doing here?" Peter snaps out. 

"Getting groceries." 

"You live in California" 


"Not anymore." 


"You're not moving here" No. Paul's left any Yankee pretenses behind more than thirty years ago. He's got to 
keep remaking his image. He never had one to begin with that wasn't painted on 

"So? | can get groceries wherever | want." 

"You're not here to get groceries." 

Paul pauses, and then he reaches for the Twinkies, placing them in his shopping basket. 

| might be." 

"You're not" Peter exhales. "What do you want, Paul?" 

"Nothing." 

"Bullshit. What do you want?" 

"Nothing!" 

"Then I'm gonna get the rest of my groceries.” 

He starts to walk off, eyes on the red lines taped to the floor, those six feet of recommended distance. Six 
feet. More like six years. The cart's wheels creak a bit, and he walks a little faster, pushing the cart a little 
harder. Unsurprisingly, it's no good. Paul's short, quick steps are right behind him in seconds. 

"Peter, hold on, okay?" 

Peter swerves the shopping cart into a turn at the next aisle, nearly running into a wizened woman with a 
cane. He mumbles out an apology, and of course, Paul's there, one hand on the back of his cart. 

"Pete, would you talk to me?" 

| don't want to talk to you." 

"Listen, |--" 

"What are you planning this time?" Peter grabs a few cans of cream of mushroom soup off the shelf. Part of 
him almost wants to hurl one at Paul already. "You wanna take a couple of those selfies with me? Promote 
your new album?" 

"Nol" 

"| turned down the A$E shit. So what else is there? You wanna dangle one last concert in front of my 
face?" Peter snorts "Get us back to the Garden? You can't. You'll never get the turnout. How much did you 
and Gene lose over that End of the Road shit-" 

"That's none of your business.” 

"Enough to go after me. Whatve you got, anyway, eighty million now? A hundred? Can't have really 
hurt your wallet that bad, just your ego." 

"This isn't about the band!" 

"It's always about the band with you." Peter exhales. "Why should you give a shit when there's no 
profit to it? Where the fuck were you when | had cancer? Where the fuck was Gene?" 
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"Better yet, the fuck were you when Eric Carr-" 

"Would you shut the fuck up?" Paul snaps out, louder than he's been the whole time, loud enough that 
some mother with her kid in a stroller shoots them both a dirty look as she passes by. Paul's grip on his 
shopping basket tightens up. 

‘lm not shutting up. I've had it with you. I've had it with both of you, you understand that? You haven't meant 
shit To me in more than twenty years." 

"As if I'm gonna believe that one." 

Christ. Paul has the gall to think he still occupies any space in Peter's mind. Maybe Paul really does believe it's 
still ‘18. Maybe that's how he gets through every rotten day. It's got to be how he's slogged through all those 


tiresome concerts. KISS' life support is only plugged in by ego, after all 

"You better." 

Peter stalks off to the checkout counter, even though he's only gotten half his groceries. Paul's still following 
him. Right behind him, the shopping basket looking downright comical on his arm as he reaches over. Peter 
wants to look away from him, turn his attention to the bland-eyed checkout girl, but he can't seem to manage 
it. 

"Let me get that for you." 

"| can take out my own goddamn groceries." And then Peter realizes, in a sudden, churning moment, that Paul 
doesn't mean just putting the bread and the peanut butter and so on onto the conveyor belt. Paul's actually 
fucking offering to pay for them. The humiliation, the indignation, seems to sear his skin. "You think I'm that 
broke?" 

"Nol" 

"You think there's anything | want out of you? You think Id crawl to you for any goddamn thing at all?" He 
reaches into the cart, yanking out every sorry staple, setting it down. His eyes barely move from Paul's face 
as he empties the cart. The only sound beyond the low din of the store and the piped-in music is the 
mechanical ding as the cashier rings up his groceries. 

"Peter, just calm down--" 

"Get out of here." Peter shoves his credit card into the machine. He hardly raises his head when the cashier 
prints out the receipt for him to sign He scrawls something down the way he's done a hundred thousand 
times and pushes it back at the cashier, and then he puts his card back in his wallet, piles the bagged 
groceries back into the cart. "I'm done with you." 

He doesn't listen for Paul's footsteps. He doesn't really expect to hear them. 


But he does, of course. Paul thinks he's too posh to make a scene in a parking lot. Peter sits in his car, waiting 
on Paul to come out of the grocery store. Surely he wouldn't have taken any highat precautions. Shit like 
bringing along a handler, or making sure he could get out through an employee exit. Peter's stomach churns at 
the thought that Paul won't even leave a store like a normal person anymore. He watches; he waits, and just 
when he's about to drive off, he sees Paul walking out of the store. Paul has his phone in hand. He's texting 
someore. Then he stuffs the phone back in his pocket, heads over to an unassuming gray Honda, and drives 
away. 

Peter leaves after that, heads on home, but it doesn't feel as good as it should. It feels even worse than that 
stupid Vault meeting with Gene, the one where Gene was practically begging him to hang around for a few 
minutes more. The thought had come to him then, slick and awful, that he'd finally reached a time and place in 
his life where he couldn't be bought off. That it really no longer mattered to him what Gene and Paul were 
doing, right as both of them decided he mattered to them, or, at least, to their bottom line. It had been a cold 
thought. He'd headed down to the basement, to his dwindling supply of KISS merchandise and paraphernalia, and 
looked at it, trying to-- trying to summon something. An hour or two after that he'd gathered up some of it 
and called up John 5 and asked if he wanted an early Christmas present. John had barely seemed to believe 
any of it, staring at the box of old sentiment like it was the Shroud of Turin 

"Peter, you can't really want me to have all this." 

"Take it" 

"Its worth a--" 


"Hell, it's just molding over here." 


John had hesitated, then taken everything out of the box, carefully snapping a picture of each piece on his 
phone before putting it back. 

"Thank you." 

| should thank you. Gigi's been wondering for years if I'd ever get this place cleaned up." 

"Is not about the stuff" John had a strange look on his face. Peter had seen that look plenty over the years. 
John had been one of those kids that dressed as KISS for Halloween. Had the lunchbox, the comics. All of that. 
John was almost fifty. "You and the guys meant the world to me. You still do.” 

Peter comes home to no one. Gigi's out for brunch with a girlfriend. He puts up his groceries and turns on his 
phone, figuring he'll try and text her. Let her know he didn't get half his list. He'll tell her about Paul when she 
gets home. 

It turns out he's got three texts already, but not from her or John 5 or Eddie or any of the small handful of 
people he tries to keep up with. They're all from the same number, a number he doesn't recognize. An area 
code he does. 

"Here's my hotel address. 

I'll be here for three days. I'd like to see you. 

| can have someone pick you up." 

He doesn't text Paul back. He taps the address and the Waze or Google map or whatever application was 
already on his phone starts trying to give him directions already. Paul's only half an hour away. The hotel 
doesn't look as ritzy in the photos as Peter would have expected, but Paul can be a cheap asshole when he 
wants to be. Paul's lived out of a suitcase for damn near fifty years anyway. There comes a point where the 
hotels don't get any better, the food doesn't get any better, hell, the drugs don't get any better. Peter tries 
to push aside his own musing-- none of that shit concerns him anymore-- and paces the kitchen, trying to 
decide. 

Three days in that hotel. He wonders if Paul's brought his family and decides he couldn't have. It has to just 
be him there. 

He should wait on Gigi to come home. Tell her what happened at the grocery store. She'll make the decision for 
him, tell him not to talk to Paul, that Paul just wants something out of him, that this is just another over- 
the-top gesture out of him, the same way Paul had started reaching out to him months and months before 
they ever did that MTV special. The restaurant dinners and Starbucks coffees. All that fucking pretense. And 
yet even in his mind, some part of him wants to argue her over it. You weren't there. You dont know. 

Peter hadn't been as stupid as Paul must've thought, back then; he'd known Paul was angling all those years 
ago; he'd known Paul was thinking about getting the band back together. He'd done angling of his own, made all 
sorts of pretenses about his drumming ability even when he knew Paul knew better. Pretended his finances 
were in a dozen times better shape than they were. And Paul, Paul had done the same. He remembered Paul's 
array of designer jeans and hats and that old watch Bill had given him still strapped on his wrist. He 
remembered Paul tipping twice as generously as he ever had back in the seventies, just to try to show Peter 
that he had money to burn. 

He remembered, one dinner, talking about girls. Laughing about a threesome they'd had. The first one they'd 
ever had. They'd only had dirty magazines to go off of for positions, so they'd decided to try a spit roast. Only 
the chick had managed, somehow, to choke on Paul's dick while Peter was fucking her from behind. Paul hadn't 


wanted her mouth near his cock after that and ended up settling for letting her jack him off. All the decadent 


hedonism Peter had assumed was part and parcel of the rockstar lifestyle dissolved with every thrust into 
the chick and every glance up at Paul's hilariously disappointed face. 

Shit like that. And Paul had been the one to bring it up. Paul knew all the stories better than he did. 
Remembered everything, just everything. Peter had found out over the years that most of Ace's memory had 
faded out to bare impressions. Gene would mix things up or inflate them, never wanting to let the truth get in 
the way of a good story, even for a guy that was there. But Paul could still conjure up the old days as they 
were. At least back then, he could. 

Its not worth it. An hour or two talking about a shared past isn't fucking worth it. Paul doesn't really even 
want to talk. Paul just wants to do whatever he has to in order to get Peter in his pocket again. He won't let 
Paul treat him like that. He doesn't give a shit. He really, truly doesn't give a shit. Paul can just keep on being a 
fucking joke on his own time. Peter's carved out his own life. He's beyond KISS. He's beyond Paul. 

It ought to feel great to ignore him. It ought to be so satisfying to refuse a guy who's refused him so much, 
who's cheated him out of so much, berated him, put him down in front of anyone who'll listen. Peter ought to 
feel so secure. He ought to feel like he's won, yet he doesn't at all 

Up until the grocery store, he hadn't seen Paul since the Hall of Fame back in 2014. Not in person. He hasn't 
even seen Paul's face on a screen since December, that twenty-second happy birthday message Paul had 
rattled out like another interview. Twenty seconds that Peter had played back five or six times just because 
he couldn't quite believe Paul could say anything kind about him without a gun to his head or a million-dollar 
check in front of his face. He'd wondered what Paul was wanting from him, who'd put him up to it, and then 
he'd decided Gene had probably guilted him into it. Now he's not so sure. 

Its not worth it. It's not fucking worth it, but he's seventy-five years old. Paul's sixty-nine. There might never 
be another chance. And-- and he can keep turning Paul down He'll keep turning Paul down. No grand final show. 
No bringing him in like a museum exhibition, there in a t-shirt and jeans, singing "Beth" to the crowd while Eric 
mimes on the piano wearing his makeup. No screwed-up deals. He doesn't need them. 

His hands are sweating as he texts Gigi, telling her he'll be back sometime this afternoon No elaboration, no 
explanation. He takes a look in the mirror, and then he drives to the hotel. 

He has to shove his ID in a valets face before he's convinced that he's Peter Criss. From there, a masked 
hotel clerk walks him to the elevator and even to just outside Paul's room, as if she thinks he's too dementia- 
ridden to remember the room number. 

He thinks for a minute that he might've missed him, that Paul's gone off somewhere else to lick his wounds, 
but no. Paul opens the door-- still masked, and still in that t-shirt and jeans-- letting him in without a word. 
The hotel room's set up apartment-style, of course. A pair of long white couches, a flatscreen T.V., and art on 
the walls just basic enough to appeal to Paul's wannabe sensibilities in that first room. It opens up into a 
bedroom, though Peter can't see much from this angle. It's just as well. He's positive Paul hasn't bothered 
unpacking. 

"You're awfully sure of yourself, aren't you?" 

Paul's eyes dart off to the side. 

| try to be." 

"You think everyone's so damn desperate to be around you." 

"Not everyone." 

"Are you gonna come out with it?" Peter pulls his mask off, watching Paul for a response, but there isn't one 


at all. Paul doesn’t even flinch at the sight of Peter's bare face. Part of Peter's perversely glad. 


Peter hasn't sat down yet. Paul's still standing, too, hand half-extended and curved, as Peter presses on 

"Go ahead. What's your plan here?" 

"You're wrong, y'know. You're wrong about never getting the crowd" Paul starts talking quickly, like he thinks 
he's on a timer. Like he thinks Peter's going to leave. He pulls off the mask as he talks, but he doesn't come 
any closer. "The next couple months are gonna tell us everything. If we're able to hold those postponed 
concerts this year.. if we can do that, we'll be able to book Madison Square Garden in 2023. Five nights." 

| don't give a shit." 

"Five hundred grand a night just to sing ‘Beth: You won't have to do anything else. You won't have to do any 
press releases. You won't have to be around me or Gene or anybody. We'll take care of it" 

"You'll take care of it" Peter repeats the words and they feel like mud under his shoe. "I don't know." 

"You don't know? What do you mean, you don't know?" 

"Maybe | don't want you and Gene to take care of it. Maybe you've taken care of enough." Peter's lip twitches. 
"| never was real good at reading off your scripts." 

"Then... then bitch all you want. Bitch all you want as long as you come." 

"You that concerned over your bottom line?" 

"What?" 

"You heard what | said" Peter's not sure what's possessed him. Why he's picking this tack, something so stupid 
to fight him over, when there's a million better buttons to push. There's a hundred scenes he's witnessed out 
of Paul, a hundred he could mention that could turn him into fucking Jello. Leave him writhing like a worm for 
all his millions. He knows the truth about Paul, every rotten aspect of him, culled from almost a dozen years 
of living on the road with him, and fifty fucking years of watching that face age. "It won't be five minutes. 
That's not enough." 

Its all you got, Peter." 

Five real minutes outta two full hours of the tape player. You and Gene--" 

"Shut up." 

"| don't want five minutes. | want at least two songs." Now he's talking faster, too, the demands spinning out of 
his throat. "| want to get in the gear again | want you fuckers off the stage when I'm singing ‘Beth: | want 
everyone in the same dressing ro--" 

"You got nothing to argue with." 

"| got everything to argue with. | got five shows.” Peter swallows. "How much would one ticket to those shows 
be, Paul? Fifteen hundred bucks? Two thousand? More?" 

"You're not bargaining with me." 

‘lam or you wouldn't be over here." His throats tight. "What did you offer Ace?" 

‘| haven't talked to Ace." 

"Bullshit. He'd crawl on broken glass for the Garden" Peter can hear himself get louder. "What did you offer 
him? Three songs? Four? How much, Paul?" 

| haven't fucking talked to Ace." 

"Then you made Gene do it" Peter snorts. "And when Ace says he wants more than I'm getting, what're you 
gonna do?" 

"We'll make it fair--" 

"He's the same as he was twenty-five years ago. So are you. So is Gene. Just hungrier for a slice of the pie 
the closer you get to your graves, that's all" 

"You don't know what you're talking about.” 


| know exactly what I'm talking about" Peter looks at Paul carefully. Paul's simmering and stiff, and there's 
sweat beading on his face. Paul's whole body always clams and curls up whenever he's cornered. For a weird 
minute, Peter wants to hate him for it, then and now, for never being willing to throw a punch to end a fight, 
for always couching everything in barbed-wire words and indefensible contracts instead. "It's not really Ace 
you've gotta work with here. It's me." 

‘I'm not working with you here. I'm telling you my offer.” 

"Then here's mine. Three songs and seven hundred fifty thousand a night." Peter's lips are dry, heart pounding. 
"Beth, ‘Black Diamond, and ‘Rock and Roll all Nite." 

"The drums--" 

"Trigger the fucking drums. It's less fake than what you're doing already." 

He expects Paul to tell him to leave after that one. There's no way he'd take Peter up on an offer that 
ridiculously high, and there's even less reason for him to after that insult. Paul's mouth tightens, but he 
doesn't answer back for a while. 

"My lawyer's going to get in touch with yours," he says finally. "Have them draw it up." 

"Your lawyer's going to cheat me." 

"Then read over everything beforehand," Paul snaps. "For fuck's sake, you've been bitching about me cheating 
you for twenty fucking years when you'd sign anything you got handed" 

“Anything | got handed by a friend, Paul." 

Paul's mouth twitches. Now Peter's certain he's going to be shown the door. He'll get a call from his lawyer in 
another day or two, a saccharine reach-out from Doc and all the other mealy-mouthed cronies Paul and Gene 
have lined their stables with like manure, and a headache on his hands for the next two years. He'll have five 
shows, five shows for a hundred thousand old men with more money than sense, five shows and no band 
dinners, no fooling around, no dressing room cracks. Nothing. The rock and roll business turned as sterile as an 
operating room. A check to cash. A legacy to take to the bank. He won't be able to conjure up anything new on 
that stage. But then, he'll be in good company. KISS hasn't conjured anything in years. 

"Sit down" The words don't seem like a great struggle out of Paul's throat-- and that's bizarre. "Stay here 
awhile. I'll have lunch delivered. What do you want?" 

‘lm not hungry.” 

"Sit" Paul sits like he's trying to demonstrate. Peter hesitates, then sits on the couch opposite him. "I-l don't 
want things to be this way.’ 

"Bill ain't gonna walk through that door and pass around a joint, Paul. The kumbaya shit's over." Peter clears his 
throat. "You can't say you don't want things to be like this when you're only here because of money." 

‘| want--" Paul hesitates, shaking his head. "I just want--" 

"What 

"lm running out of people that know me, that's all.” He pulls his phone out of his pocket, starts to scroll 
through. "Pick something. Anywhere you want. We'll eat it here." 

Peter really isn't hungry at all. Part of him still thinks he should walk out and leave the rest to the lawyers. 
But maybe there's something pathetic in those droopy brown eyes of Paul's. Maybe there's something 
desperate. 

And maybe Peter's the same fool he's always been The past still comes his way no matter what, like a cork 
bobbing in the ocean. Every autographed album, every one-off drum recording. Every expression that crosses 
Paul's face. 


"Just get McDonald's," Peter mutters finally. "Double cheeseburger and fries." 


"Peter, you can get something real--" 

"That used to be real enough for us." 

Paul hesitates. 

"Want something to drink?" 

‘Iced tea" 

Paul types it into his phone. Peter wonders if he's ordered anything for himself-- itd be just like Paul to order 
from somewhere far nicer, just to be a snob-- and then Paul sets the phone down on the table and starts to 
talk again. 

‘I've been trying.. since COVID, y'know... I've been trying to go vegetarian" 

"Then don't tell me to order anything | want." 

"No, l.. Jesus, | just-- | ordered a cheeseburger too, all right?" 

Paul's expression is so strangely guilty that Peter can't help himself. He starts to laugh, just a little, cutting 
himself off as quickly as he realizes what he's done. He tries to rearrange his face back into as indifferent an 
expression as he can manage, but another glance at Paul and he can feel his mouth twitch up again. 

"Doesn't take much with you, Paul." 

"| guess not" 

Peter's still smiling, and he shouldn't be. He tries to remind himself that he's just playing into Paul's hands, 
reading into things too much, acting like one slip of Paul's mask is enough to forgive everything. Acting like he 
hadn't just sliced into Paul as hard as he could. They're not friends. They haven't been friends in forty years. 
So why-- 

"You used to eat so bad on the road. | swear for a whole tour, almost all | ever saw you put in your mouth 
was candy and cake." 

"The portions weren't that big. | wasn't like Gene, | never ate a whole lot of it--" 

"No, but I." Peter snorts suddenly. "| was always surprised you still had teeth in your head" 

Paul makes a dry sound. 

"Well, you can't take them with you." 

"Hell, you can't take anything with you." Talking to Paul shouldn't feel this normal. Peter wants to bring some 
bite back to the surface, just-- just so Paul knows he can't weasel his way back into his good graces, just so 
Paul's certain this is only going to be business, the way he'd claimed it always was. His gaze shifts to the 
coffee table, and he silences himself. Makes Paul burst in with an awkward bit of small talk 

"Is Gigi doing okay?" 

"She's fine." 

"Jennilee?" 

"Jennilee, too." Peter's still staring at the coffee table, Paul's phone resting on it. He just has a plain black case. 
Not even obnoxious animal print or the Rock and Roll Over jacket art. He almost comments on it, but instead 
he falls into the pattern he made Paul set up. Cordiality. Formality. "Your kids-- you've got four now, right--" 
"They're doing great. Evan had his own band for awhile. I've gotten him some studio space..." and Peter nods 
along at Paul's tiresome trailing off. Most of Paul's kids are young enough to be his grandkids, another 
embarrassment, but Peter doesn't feel like bothering with a blow like that. 

"You didn't bring them," he says finally, once Paul's gotten to a stopping point. 

"How do you know that?" 

"| would've heard them by now.’ 


Paul shifts uncomfortably. 


"There wouldn't have been anything for them to do here. Plus with the COVID restrictions, | didn't--" 

"Come on, Paul--" 

"It would've been hard. And-- look, | didn't know if you were gonna really show. Better for me to come out 
here a couple days myself than drag them with me." 

"| don't think I've even met your wife." 

"Do you want to?" Paul looks genuinely taken aback. "I can Face Time--" 

"No, it's all right, | was..." He's not sure if it's worth explaining, or if explaining would only expose another crack 
Paul might want to exploit later. But already, Peter's tiring of his own paranoia. He's tiring of looking for 
motives, of trying to play his cards too close to the chest, of robbing himself of company. Even if its Paul. "l 
knew every single girlfriend you had for seven years, but I've never met your wife." 

"You'd like Erin Everybody does." 

"That's not what I'm talking about. | know you, but | don't know your family.You shut me out of that. We-- we 
shut each other out of that." 

Paul doesn't answer. Doesn't even look at him, just glances over at his face-down phone. For a moment, Peter 
thinks he's pushed it too far and he's about to suffer through the most tense lunch of his life, but then Paul 
nods his head. 

"You haven't even seen Jennilee since she was a teenager." He shouldn't keep pushing, but the realizations are 
hitting him with every word out of his own mouth. "You were there at her baptism. She's almost forty years 
old, for Christ's sake." 

"Pete, we haven't been-" and his mouth twists. "Jesus, what do you expect?" 

‘lm not expecting anything. | got a good kid that you never got to know, you've got good kids | won't get to 
know, either." Peter bites his lip. "I regret it, that's all." 

Another silence, then Paul nods again. 

"You're right. Bilis not walking in with a joint." Paul reaches over and flips up the phone, looks at it, and flips it 
back over. "No one left but us." 

"Paul-" 

"He used to make us shake hands after every band meeting. KISS and make up. Four Musketeers. Of course, he 
was dipping into our profits-" 

"He gave us the clothes off his back, Paul" 

"| didn't say he didn't deserve them." Paul's mouth pinches; Peter's reminded of a raisin. "Nobody left but us," 
he repeats, oddly, like he's talking to himself. "Bill, Sean.. JR's dead, Pete. And Bob Kulick, too. Makes you think." 
"You'll outlive everybody. You and Gene." 

"| don't think | will." 

There's a knock on the door not long after. The DoorDash kid, black mask on his face and two McDonalds bags 
and a soda carrier in his hands. Peter's surprised when he sees Paul tip him with fifty bucks in cash. He'd 
figured Paul cared too much about germs for that. 

‘Let's eat," Paul says. Peter unwraps his sandwich and starts in, while Paul picks at his own fries and drink 
before finally taking a bite of his cheeseburger. Maybe he's already regretting reneging on his vegetarianism. It 
doesn't matter to Peter regardless. "| haven't had McDonalds in a long time." 

"How long?" 

"Probably a couple years. My kids used to make me go through the drive-thru when | picked them up after 
school." 


"You don't anymore?" 


"They're still doing virtual." 

"Oh." 

Paul takes another bite. 

"| worry about it. But | don't know what to do about it, either," he admits suddenly. "| never used to think that.. 
that my kids might not have it as good as | did." 

Peter's tempted to tell him they have it a billion times better. He knows the apartment Paul was raised in. He 
knows all of Paul's old foibles and where they came from. Getting the tour to pay for his laundry. Stealing 
toilet paper and towels from hotels. Paul grew up closer to poverty than his kids could ever fathom. 

‘It's not the money. Its not even just COVID. | mean that there's no.. glamor anymore. There's no magic." Paul 
sets his cheeseburger down and rubs at his neck, index finger touching the edge of his chin. "There's no good 
time | could show anyone. Everyone's got the whole world right in their pocket" 

"Yeah, and you see what they do with it. Waste their whole goddamn lives in front of a screen and think 
they're doing something big." 

Paul looks like he's trying to smile. His head dips down for a brief moment as Peter clears his throat. 

"Why don't you talk about anything that makes any sense, Paul? Why don't you talk about anything that 
matters?" 

"Pete, |--" 

"Talk about the band, talk about me and you, but for fuck's sake, don't go on about--" 

"| don't wanna talk about the band anymore." 

"Then what are you still here for? Why buy me lunch?" 

"| told you." 

"Paul, the band's the only thing left we've got in common" 

Paul stiffens, and then he shakes his head as Peter takes another bite. The cheeseburger feels like concrete 
going down his throat. 

"If it was, it wouldn't be this way." 

"Christ, you--" 

‘I'd be able to call you up like Bruce, y'know? If all we had in common was the band, | could just call you up 
and-—" 

"And tell me what to do and how much | was gonna get out of it. You like them that way, Paulie. You like it 
when they don't have the balls to tell you to go to hell” 

"It's easier." 

"IFs lousier. You made life worse on yourself" Peter pauses. "What do you really want out of this?" 

"| told you already. | just wanted to see you." 

"You saw me. Your lawyer's gonna be in touch with mine. You got what you wanted." 

Paul shakes his head again. His tongue peeks slightly from his too-even, too-white teeth. Even those aren't 
original, Peter realizes suddenly. But he recognizes the quirk all the same, from all the old band meetings. Paul's 
biting something back. 

"I didn't. | thought-- fuck, | thought you of all people would understand” 

"What've | got to understand, Paul?" 

He searches Paul's face, not sure what else he wants to see there. What he's hoping for. Regret, maybe. 
Another lapse into emotion. Instead, Paul sighs, and goes for another bite of his cheeseburger, and another 


swallow of his drink. 


"What it's like to be over." 


"Over?" 

"Yeah, over." Paul puts down his drink. "No shows. No one giving a shit anymore." 

Peter laughs again despite himself. 

"You don't gotta talk to me to know what that's like. You saw it yourself.” 

"Over for good, then. Retired. You hung up the heels three times, Peter. | haven't done it once." Paul's looking 
away. "I'll be glad. I'll be so fucking glad the last night they strap me in that goddamn costume." 

"You don't mean that, Paul." 

| mean it" He's staring at his cup on the table. "I'm sick of KISS. I've been sick of KISS for fifteen years now. It 
doesn't serve me anymore. It doesn't feed me." 

It feeds you pretty well." 

‘It's a dead end now. Dead songs. | look out at the audience and | wanna laugh at them. They don't mean shit to 
me anymore. Meet and greets," and then Paul laughs sharply, "fucking meet and greets, we'll be doing those 
behind plexiglass this year. And some idiot ll still buy them. Hundreds of idiots. Like we're fucking zoo animals. 
No magic. No use. It's not real anymore. I'm not giving them anything real." 

Peter takes his half-eaten sandwich and wraps it back up in the paper, puts it back in the bag. His throat still 
feels lodged with wet concrete. 

"Then quit, Paul. Shut it down right now." 

"| can't. It's too much to lose." 

"Gene'd let you." 

"Gene doesn't understand anymore. Can't even stand to look at me. He feels sorry for me, Peter. | hate anyone 
feeling sorry for me. And Ace-- fuck, Ace, all | am to him now is a cash dispenser that's not putting out. They 
don't know. You're.. you're the only one | could ever tell. You know what it's like to be out there like | am. You 
know what it's like to.." 

"To what?" 

Peter asks as if he doesn't already know. It's cruel to want to hear it, cruel to want to watch Paul fall apart in 
front of him. It's cruel to be even a little satisfied with how it's all played out in the end, Paul crawling his way 
one last time for a little money and a little sympathy, like a dog dragging a hurt leg. 

Paul-- 

Paul's eyes are watering up, and he shakes his head, starts to turn it away. His fingers are trembling, holding 
the sandwich wrapper, and a shattered look passes across his face that Peter hasn't seen in more than forty 
years. 

All at once, Peter's satisfaction disappears. Suddenly, he cant muster up any ugly feelings, any disgust, any 
cruelty towards Paul at all. It's evaporated like dewdrops in summer. He's not looking at Paul the way he did in 
the supermarket, like he was only a mass of flaws and ego, without an inch of real humanity underneath. He 
can't see him that way anymore. 

"You're still such a kid, Paul." Softly, gently, like Paull startle otherwise, he reaches over, puts a hand on his 
shoulder. "You don't get it, do you? You just don't get it" 

"Don't pity me. | can't take that out of you." 

"| don't. You've got enough pity for both of us." 

He's thinking of the car accident. The cortisone shots that tore up the cartilage in his arms. The first awful 
signs of carpal tunnel before he was even thirty. The slow, horrible realization that he couldn't hit the toms 
like he had only a year or two before. Numbness and tingling and finally stiffness and awful, awful pain every 


day on the road that even heroin only deadened for awhile. 


It had made him more hateful. It had made him want something just as rotten to happen to them, too. They 
didn't deserve to just go on and on while he was struggling. They didn't deserve to be confident and secure 
when he wasn't-- didn't deserve to be in their primes while he fell apart, didn't, didn't-- 

Time yo-yoed helplessly as he kept his hand steady on Paul's shoulder. Back more than forty years, back to a 
limo after a show, hurt flooding every pore. Paul had cocked his head, annoyed, when he'd followed him inside 
and sunk down on the leather seat. 

(what is it?) 

(nothing) 

(you hiding out from deb, then?) 

(no) 

(then what is it?) 

Peter had looked at him almost incredulously. He really didn't know. A whole setlist played together not an hour 
before, and Paul didn't know. A drum solo he'd dragged through like a member of a chain gang, eyes watering 
with almost every measure. "Beth" stammered through, his hands shaking as he struggled to hold the 
microphone. And even before that, Ace putting his makeup on for him backstage to try to save him half an 
hour of pain. Paul didn't know. Paul was so accustomed to faltering, shitty performances out of him now that 
he hadn't even noticed. 

G cant do it anymore, paul) 

G cant even move my arms right now) 

G cant keep on i can't keep on the tour god paul if you ever if you ever gave a damn about me youd cancel the 
four i can't do it anymore) 

(i don't know what im going to do) 

(im sorry, paul, im so sorry) 

His face found Paul's shoulder, pressed against it as he sobbed like a lost child. Helpless. Torn open, somehow, 
all the raw, slimy insides laid bare and disgusting in front of him. No rockstar bravado as he cried himself 
empty. 

He hadn't expected Paul's arms wrapping around him, pulling him close as he shuddered, the sticky, stale smell 
of sweat and leftover greasepaint and hairspray and cheap drugstore cologne overwhelming. 

(rll talk to gene) 

(we'll get in touch with bill. we'll cancel the rest of the tour.) 

Paul must have held him for ten minutes at least. He never said anything else. Just let him cry in his arms 
the whole rest of the limo ride. And then he'd done exactly what he'd promised. Walked right into Gene's hotel 
room and got Bill on the line and canceled every last show left on the tour, never saying a single word about 
the profit losses. For years, it had been the only kind thing Peter had ever credited Paul with. 

It had been the only kind thing Peter had wanted to credit Paul with. 

Time's not linear anymore. Maybe it never was, for them; maybe it was always circulatory, the past feeding 
into the present like a heart pumping blood. Every moment a painstaking recreation of memory. Twenty years, 
forty years. It doesn't matter. Peter stands up, crossing the few feet of distance between them. His hand only 
stays on Paul's shoulder for a second or two before he pulls Paul into an embrace, there on the couch. 
Paul's stiff for a few seconds. Peter almost thinks he'll snap at him, but he doesn't. None of the old scents are 
on Paul now, nothing at all. No teased-up curls going past his shoulders, just limp, peppered waves in the 
corner of his vision None of his old strength when Paul finally clasps him back, arms warm and tight around 


him. That's all right. It's all right now. 


"You-- you don't have to" Paul doesn't lift his head when he finally speaks again, the words muffled against 
Peter's shirt. "You can let go. I-I'll be.. its fine, | swear." 

"Give yourself a minute, Paul. I'll be here." 

Paul shudders a few times against his shoulder. Like a kid who ran out of tears half an hour ago. Peter doesn't 
know how long he's cried over his own wreckage. Paul peels himself away like he thinks he has to, and even 
then, his watery gaze barely holds steady on Peter's face. 

"You don't feel sorry for me." 

"No." 

"You don't-- think | got what | deserved-- you don't think it's all a big fucking joke--" 

"No." He exhales. "I used to. | don't anymore." 

"Why not?" 

"It don't work like that. It never has. We don't ever get what we deserve here." But that's not really what 
Paul's asking. He knows it. He can feel it vibrating in the air around them, like the hesitation just before an 
opening number. "Both of us, we had something once. We had something that helped us really make it. Take 
that away, and all we got left to live with is ourselves." 

"Peter--" 

"Pretty rotten, right?" Peter can feel his lip start to tremble. "But you gotta remember, you gotta 
understand--" 

“There's nothing to understand. I've got nothing." 

"Nothing? ‘Cause you blew out your voice?" 

a" 

"How many guys do you know who did the same thing? Elton John, Neil Diamond. Meat Loaf. Shit, more guys 
lose it than keep it" 

"l'm not them, damn it." 

"Aren't you?" 

‘| didn't-- do it like they did Maybe itd be different if | had" 

Peter waits, expecting an explanation, but Paul doesn't offer one. 

"That doesn't matter. You gotta live with it, Paul. Its like anything else. Listen, you-—" 

‘Ive tried! I've tried for years!" The words spill out in a cracked frenzy. "| started painting again. | started 
cooking. | got into fitness again. Any distraction | could. Any fucking thing. Pete, | can't even sing my own kids 
the Happy Birthday song without my voice cracking. My youngest don't even know how--" 

Paul's eyes aren't just glassy now. The tears are dripping down his cheeks. Peter watches him wipe viciously 
with the back of his hand, hears a sharp swallow. It's deeper than just hearing his own deterioration onstage, 
deeper, even, than the fraud of the concerts. What Paul's mourning is a piece of himself. 

"Your kids don't give a shit what you sound like. They give a shit about whether you're there for them.’ 
Paul opens his mouth like he's about to argue. Then he closes it. 

"Thanks." 

‘| mean it. You never let me finish." It takes him a second to gather his thoughts back up again. "What you 
gotta remember, Paul, is that you ain't a pair of vocal cords any more than l'm just a pair of arms." 

"| know that--" 

"And maybe you can replace singing with something else, and maybe you can't. But don't tear yourself up over 


it. Don't hate the band because you can't do what you used to." 


"You hate the band" The accusation sounds a little feeble. Maybe Peter's not the only one who's kept trying to 
turn the conversation back to its familiar coldness and snipes. But Paul's heart doesn't seem to be in it. 

"No. | just hate what you turned it into." 

He picks up his paper bag, there on the table next to Paul's. Takes a glance at Paul, who nods his head just 
slightly, and then he gets up and tosses both bags in the trash can in the corner of the room. 

"Take care, Paul." 

"You don't have to leave yet" Paul's blinking quickly. "Stay awhile. I'll get some real food brought up--" 

"Don't worry about it. | guess I'll see you at the Garden" 

"Y-yeah. You will." 

Peter's hand is on the door already, mask an afterthought in his other hand. He feels Paul touch his shoulder 
from behind, and he turns, and Paul's expression, still too lost, too vulnerable, stops him once more. 

He could leave him there just like he'd left Gene, back at the Vault event. Deny him what he really wants and 
walk out justified But he doesn't want to. He's tired of hurting and tired of trying to hurt. 

"Come on over," he says suddenly. "Come home with me." 

They're sitting on his front porch swing. They've been there for two hours now. Gigi's home, and Peter had 
thought she'd be frostier, ever-ready to defend him from Paul and Gene and every bit of the KISS machine, 
but instead, she'd looked at them like she understood, and offered them both a Pepsi and leftover cake. She and 
Peter had tried to get Paul to come inside, but he hasn't budged from the swing yet. Peter thinks, just briefly, 
of his grandparents, sitting around in rocking chairs, his grandmother snapping peas and talking about all the 
long-dead people she used to know. It's not so bad to be where she was. It's not so bad at all 

Paul still remembers all the old times better than he does. The lousy milk truck that broke down on the way 
back from a concert. The worst of the motel rooms. Gene stealing a bedspread and being surprised when the 
hotel charged Bill with it. The drag parties. Ace's purse full of makeup, pills, and autographed pictures of 
himself. JR. Sean. Bill. 

"Bill always dressed so smart," Paul says. "Just polished as hell. Nothing out of place, even when he was coked 
off his ass." 

"Sean was about the same." Except Sean held his coke worse than Bill. Peter takes a swallow of his drink, then 
sets it down on the floor. "He looked great." 

"Sean would relax a little more. Bill.. when he was in that suit and tie, you'd believe anything out of him, you 
know? He made you believe. He made us believe, too. | never got that from anybody else." 

"Like he was in your corner." 

"Yeah, exactly. You know, Ace," and Paul starts to laugh, "I saw in a couple interviews where he called Bill ‘my 
manager" like he was exclusive to him. | almost got pissed over it. Then | realized we all kind of felt that way." 
Peter's never thought about it. He'd been Sean's favorite, really, so he'd never tried very hard to be Bill's 
instead. The porch swing creaks with every small movement. Paul's eyes are brighter than he's seen them in 
years. 

"He gave me a gold watch once for my birthday. Back.. aw, hell, maybe ‘718 or so." 

"| remember that" 

"It broke. | only got around to getting it fixed awhile back" 

"Do you ever wear it anymore?" 


"No. | get funny about things like that. Its almost like | think if | touch it, itll break again" 


"You're not that rough with anything, Paul" He pauses, eyes on the potted plants Gigi has hanging on the front 
porch. "| don't have much left from back then" 

"What've you got?" 

If he'd asked him that four hours ago, Peter would have been sure Paul was trying to get an inventory list 
going, figure out what else he could siphon away from him. He doesn't think that anymore. 

"Nothing you don't. Knickknacks, stuff from the tours. | don't have any pictures." He pauses. "But | still have 
Gene's bass. He gave it to me back in ‘80." 

I'm awful on bass," Paul says absently. 

| have a couple acoustic guitars down in the basement." 

"Really?" 

"Really. John likes to jam when he's over. It's just convenient" There's an itch of impulse going up his arm as 
he says it, remembering. He had been afraid to get his drum kit out around John, at first, years ago, not 
wanting to shatter the childhood image John had had of him, the ferocious Catman that had graced his school 
lunchbox. John had been so kind. He'd just wanted to hear him play anything at all. For the first time in ages, 
Peter's limitations hadn't mattered. 

"You jam out a lot?" 

"Yeah. Yeah, we used to. | think when COVID gets a little better he'll start coming by again" 

"| haven't had a real jam session in.." Paul trails, gaze straight ahead, instead of on Peter's face. "| can't even 
remember." 

"You remember everything.’ 

| remember everything | wanna remember." He seems to hesitate. "I just.. can't think of a pure time anymore. 
When we weren't even trying to do anything special, just fooling around. Not for an audience or anybody. Just 
us. It must've been way back" 

That impulse is still buzzing its way through his arm. Way back. Back to Ace's wedding or maybe even before, 
back at that crappy loft. Pieces of songs that never made it, and pieces of songs that did. Carrying on, 
dreaming of stadiums full of fans when they could barely get their girlfriends at their gigs. Peter glances at 
Paul, realizing the distant, wanting look on Paul's face must match his own. 

"You wanna try?" 

"Try?" 

"You wanna jam?" Finally out with it. Laying it on the line. Paul pushes his foot against the concrete floor of the 
porch, slowing the swing to a stop. 

"It won't be like it was." 

"| know." 

"| can't sing anymore, Peter.” 

"That's all right. | can't play anymore." Eyes back on Paul. There's no bitterness in Paul's expression now. A 
little nervousness, a little fear, and a lot of longing, but nothing bent and twisted up. Nothing at all. Peter takes 
a suddenly sharp breath."But |. | can still sing. And you can still play. And maybe, between the two of us, 
that's..." 

He trails, half-expecting Paul to turn him down. He wouldn't blame him if he did. Nearly twenty years since he's 
sung beside him. More than forty since his peak. It's far easier offering the Garden than offering himself. But 
then he feels Paul's hand on his arm. 

"You still know ‘Hard Luck Woman'?" 


"Yeah." Peter's mouth twitches up. "Do you?" 


"Mightve wrote it" A sliver of bravado in the hesitation. "Mightve hit the top fifteen" 

| know. | might've sung it." 

"Get... get your guitar. I'll play for you." 

Two hours on the front porch, Paul demurring every time Peter tried to urge him inside. Yesterday, he 
wouldn't have had Paul get any closer than his mailbox. But now it's different. Now, he's starting to understand. 
"No. C'mon in" 

"Pete, |--" 

And Peter gets up from the swing and opens the door. 

"Come in" 

Paul's hesitant, so hesitant. But that's all right. It's all right because they'll make it all right. They cant have 
the forty years of friendship they both threw away. But they can have whatever moments are left to come, 
and whatever magic's left in an acoustic guitar and a raspy tenor. 

It was enough once, after all. And as Paul walks through the door, hand grasping his shoulder, Peter decides it'll 


be enough for the time that remains, warm and quiet, like a ballad's last bars. 


